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Abstract 
The cooperation among first graders is not stable – the impulsive behaviour and the appearance of negative emotions often 
remain undetected by children which has a negative impact on the educational process in general. 
The aim of the research was to explore the peculiarities of children’s interpersonal relations, to design and test the methodology 
of improving children’s cooperation skills during sports lessons, which may foster the educational process efficiency in the first 
grade. 
The pedagogical experiment consisting in the methodological means of improving the emotional relations and developing a 
positive attitude towards learning in general, and Moreno’s Sociometry have been used to measure the peculiarities of 
interpersonal relations in small groups. 
It has been proved that the methodological means used in sports classes allow children to develop cooperation with others. 
The majority of children have shown the changes in ways they cooperate: they have developed a positive attitude towards their 
classmates and the learning process; the number of socially excluded pupils has decreased. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Each age period is a qualitatively new and peculiar stage of psychic and social development. The transition 
from pre-school childhood to schooling is a crucial moment in a person’s development. The pre-schooler’s leading 
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activity is playing. At school learning becomes the leading activity (Elkonin, 1989; Leontiev, 2005). The 
difficulties of transition from play activity to study activity are connected with a new daily schedule, with the 
fulfilment of various tasks, with the necessity of being attentive at lessons, with the appearance of new 
relationships with a teacher and peers (Keenan & Evans, 2009). Therefore, the teacher, alongside with putting 
forward certain requirements to children, should also help and support them, which creates the conditions for a 
child’s developing a need in new activity. 
We have to remember that first graders are characterised by hyper-emotionality and hypersensitivity to adults’ 
and peers’ reactions, imitation habits, and a desire to cognize the surrounding world. 
The majority of seven-year-old children are able to selectively communicate with two peers. The relationships 
emerge in situations and, most often, according to a territory principle. Therefore, during the period of adaptation 
to school first graders’ behaviour is characterised by conflicts. Children are not able to solve a conflict situation 
and to choose a cooperation habit without the teacher’s help. To develop cooperation skills needed for successful 
school studies, it is necessary to organise the teaching-learning process proceeding from the younger school age 
child’s mental development peculiarities: new features of personality formation, voluntary activities, an inner plan 
of activities, reflection (Elkonin, 1989). 
Junior school age period is an important stage of school childhood. The achievements of this age and the 
acquired positive cooperation skills are a basis for a successful study activity; they also determine the course of 
further studies. 
The use of game or the elements of game during sports lessons foster the schoolchildren’s inclusion into study 
activity and help coping with current difficulties (Jansone & Krauksts, 2010). 
Sports lessons are a significant element of the primary school teaching-learning process. The first grader’s 
mental development is directly connected with motion activity. Regular sports classes improve self-discipline, 
positively influence the process of cooperation and foster learning success. Supported by a teacher, learners 
enhance their physical activity, which contributes to coping with a relatively bigger amount of cyclic physical load 
(Baily, 2006). It has been stated that physical exercises and regular sports activities positively influence children’s 
mental state – they reduce the negative effect of stress, especially in the process of cooperation while a child is 
mastering their new social roles of a pupil (Holodov, 2011). 
 
2. Methodology of Research 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
The participants in the research were 15 first graders from a small village school in the Latgale Region, Latvia. 
Gender differences were not taken into account. 
 
2.2. Instruments 
 
The participant observation method was used to study the first graders’ cooperation peculiarities in the 
teaching-learning process. The J. Moreno (1951) Sociometry Method was used for interpersonal relationships 
diagnostics with the aim of revealing the ‘sociometric positions’ by the features of likes/dislikes in line with M. 
Pļaveniece and D. Škuškovnika’s (2010) modification. 
 
2.3. Procedure 
 
First, we applied the sociometry method. The first graders are asked to answer the questions, with the help of 
which their likes and dislikes with respect to their classmates could be identified. Two questions were read to 
them: a) and b) and the instruction: ‘Today your classmates will play an interesting game called ‘A Secret’. All the 
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children will present beautiful pictures to one another. You will give it to the children, and they, most probably, 
will give it to you. All this will happen secretly’. Then a child is given one picture and told a): ‘Could you present 
this picture to somebody you like most of all, with whom you like playing most of all?’ After the child has made 
his choice, he is asked: ‘Why did you choose to give this picture to ... (the first child’s name is named)?’ Then the 
child is offered to answer the question b): ‘If you had many pictures, and you lacked a picture only for one pupil, 
to whom would not you give it and why?’ All the answers were registered in the report. 
Proceeding from the sociometry study results three groups of the pupils’ relationships were singled out: 
positive, neutral and neutral negative. The children from these groups were alternatively involved into the 
performing of study tasks and games at the sports lessons. Then the method of observation was used at the sports 
lessons. The observation results were registered in the report. During the observation process the following skills 
were taken into account:  
1. Setting the aim of an activity. 
2. Planning the achievement of the aim set. 
3. Selecting the means of activity. 
4. Objectively evaluating each person’s contribution into the achievement of the result. 
5. Comparing the result gained with the result planned. 
6. Taking into account the classmates’ opinion. 
7. Distributing duties, taking into account everyone’s abilities and interests. 
8. Observing rules, adequately reacting to their violation. 
9. Settling arguments fairly without the teacher’s help. 
10. Objectively evaluating the classmates’ attitude towards the given task. 
11. Being self-critical, noticing and correcting one’s own mistakes timely. 
 
The peculiarities of the pupils’ interaction and cooperation, as well as their personality features and the study 
activity effectiveness were registered in the research report on each group. Special attention was paid to the ability 
of rendering mutual assistance during the task fulfilment process: showing initiative, quality, emergence of 
conflicts and settling them. The variability of the results from the three selected groups of pupils – with positive, 
neutral and neutral negative relationships – was registered in the report. It was determined how much the 
peculiarities of interpersonal relations influence the study and play activity effectiveness at sports lessons. 
 
2.4. The Peculiarities of Work Using the Study Tasks Specially Designed for a Sports Lesson 
 
The reason for the research was the school administration request to provide assistance in the first graders’ 
cooperation improvement. The children, who used to know one another quite well, were not able to establish 
interaction and cooperation at the beginning of the study year. 
To improve the process of cooperation, we organised games developing cooperation skills at sports lessons (for 
about 20 minutes) all the study year round twice a week within the framework of the existing study programme. 
The games designed for sports lessons are aimed at solving specific problems during a lesson. The main 
peculiarity lies in the following: a unified set of tasks was used throughout the lesson to achieve the lesson aim. 
To perform the tasks, motion games were used, their methodology being observed, and they being integrated 
into the content of the programme. 
The motion games instruction should be presented visually; it should be clear, short and simple, presented in the 
language understandable for children. The success of the game was mainly determined by the teambuilding skills 
and the tactics of electing the leader of the game. The game should be suitable for children’s physical and mental 
state (Griffin & Butler, 2005). 
All pupils should participate in a game from the beginning till the end. We should not create any situations 
where participants would be excluded from a game for most of the playing time. Adapting the rules of a game, we 
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have to ensure that the children excluded from the game should soon be involved into playing again. It is essential 
to control participants’ load. It is desirable that the jury of a game were included into a sort of role playing, where 
each of them would have their own duties. 
We have to let pupils organise games themselves more often. We have to be aware of the fact that opportunities 
of imitation are important for junior pupils in a game; however, when pupils grow bigger, such faculties as 
nimbleness, resourcefulness, tense competition, endurance, bravery, contestation, fantasy, mutual assistance, and 
aesthetics.  
To develop first graders’ cooperation skills, obstacle courses were also used alongside games (Jansone & 
Krauksts, 2010). These are combined exercises that are made similar to natural obstacles in the nature, which 
promotes cooperation basic skills acquisition and gives an opportunity to experience a modelled situation aimed at 
solving interpersonal relations problem. 
 
3. Research results 
 
During the first stage of research before organising specially designed tasks first graders’ cooperation 
peculiarities were studied. 
 
3.1. Sociometric Research at the Initial Stage 
 
We calculated the total number of choices and the number of mutual choices. We determined the number of 
pupils who made up the groups of ‘the preferred’, ‘the accepted’, ‘the isolated’, and the level of favourable 
cooperation in the group. 
The first image shows the sociogram, which schematically reflects the group participants’ choices. The names 
of the pupils are arranged along the graph of concentric circles. In the centre there are the classmates who have the 
highest sociometric status, in the following circles – the participants with a less pronounced status, and in the last 
and in the outer circles – the participants whose status is close to zero. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                   
- female                                                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                         
- male                                                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                                                                                  
                                             
                                             
                                                 
               -    choice                                         
                                                 
                                                 
                                                 
                                               
reciprocal choice                                                                                                                                                        
                                                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                                                          
Fig. 1. Reciprocal Choice Sociogram at the Initial Stage of Research 
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There are two ‘preferred’ children in the first cooperation circle. In the second cooperation circle there are six 
‘accepted’ ones. In the third cooperation circle there are seven ‘not accepted’ ones. There are no ‘isolated’ 
children. The cooperation level is ‘medium’ as I+II=III+IV (minor differences are admissible). The mutual choice 
quotient (AK): AK=(P1/P)x100% = (18/43)x100% ≈ 41,86%. 
 
3.2. Extract from the Observation Report at the Research Initial Stage. 
 
The aim of the activity is offered fragmentarily. The children are planning the content of the activity with the 
help of the teacher. The choice of the means for performing a certain activity is being made unsurely, at numerous 
attempts. The children do not dare to change the previously selected means. They do not evaluate the results of 
joint activity and each participant’s contribution into work fairly enough. 
The criteria for such an evaluation: the pupils were mostly concerned about the fastest possible task 
achievement and winning rather than about the correctness of task achievement, for example, in doing relay races 
or obstacle courses.  
They cannot evaluate their classmates’ physical fitness level, and, therefore, they do not evaluate the abilities of 
each pupil during the performing of a concrete exercise. They cannot connect the achieved result with the planned 
one. 
They are not trying to listen to their classmates’ opinions and take them into consideration, nor do they obey 
their demands. 
The pupils do not take into account their classmates’ abilities while doing the exercises. No distinct sense of 
safety was demonstrated during the complicated exercises.   
They may easily get traumatised (get bruises or sprains). The children keep observing order and safety rules 
unsystematically; most of the lesson the teacher has to watch the pupils and remind them of safety rules. 
Without the teacher’s interference the pupils are not able to settle disputable questions. They evaluate their 
classmates’ attitude towards a certain activity unsystematically. Sometimes they are observed to be self-critical. 
They are not trying to correct their own and classmates’ mistakes. 
Proceeding from the sociometric study results at the initial stage and the primary observation of the children’s 
behaviour, we have singled out the three groups of relationships among the pupils: positive, neutral and neutral 
negative. The peculiarities of the first graders’ interaction are presented in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. The Peculiarities of the First graders’ Interaction in the Study and Play Activity during Sports Lessons 
(the first stage data analysis) 
 
Mutual relations 
 
Personal features expression 
 
Work effectiveness 
 
Positive 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Neutral 
 
 
 
 
The group participants are interested 
in what they are doing. During the 
activity a positive emotional 
atmosphere is being created. 
 
 
Unstable attention and weak 
concentration abilities. Little 
participation in the group activity. 
 
The participants are indifferent to the 
group achievements (both victories 
High effectiveness of work. 
No conflict situations are observed 
among the group participants; no 
any other reasons for hampering the 
task performance. 
 
Low effectiveness of work. The 
group participants are quite passive 
as to the tasks achievement. 
 
Very low effectiveness of work. 
Due to quarrels and conflicts the 
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Neutral negative 
 
and failures). No participants in the 
group volunteer to take initiative. 
 
No one tries to interfere with the 
group relationships. 
During the joint activity frequent 
quarrels and conflicts are observed, as 
the group participants’ opinions differ 
greatly, which causes conflict 
situations. The group participants are 
unable to solve conflicts without the 
teacher’s involvement. 
duration of a certain activity 
increases considerably. 
 
 
At the first stage of the research it was stated that the majority of children do not possess sufficient skills of 
controlling their emotions and expressing them in a socially acceptable way. The showing of one’s own initiative 
is insufficient. In most of the cases it is difficult to take decisions on starting a game or an exercise without the 
teacher’s help; it is also difficult to settle conflict situations without the teacher’s help. It is a great problem for 
children to yield and accept another classmate’s point of view. There are few helpful and empathetic children in 
the form under research. 
Running by, the children push, nudge one another, make fall to the ground. They do not want to wait for their 
turn; for example, running in a relay-race or overcoming obstacles in an obstacle course; they do not help less 
active pupils to get involved in the activities. The children who are located in the sociogram last but one or outer 
circles (see Image 1) are characterised by a low level of communication skills development level. They find it 
difficult to make friends. They do not observe the rules of a game, an activity or a relay-race; they rather wish to 
impose their opinion. 
At the final stage of the research after the lessons with specially designed tasks had been held, the first graders’ 
cooperation peculiarities were studied again. 
 
3.3. The Sociometric Study at the Final Stage of the Research 
 
The sociometric study was run according to the order established at the first stage. 
 
           female                                  
          
 
 
 
           male                       
                                              
  
                choice 
  
    
                                       
     reciprocal choice                                         
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Fig. 2. The Sociogram of Reciprocal Choices at the Final Stage of Research. 
 
In the first cooperation circle there are two ‘preferred’ children. In the second cooperation circle there are ten 
‘accepted’ ones. In the third cooperation circle there are three ‘not accepted’ ones. There are no ‘isolated’ children. 
The cooperation level → high, as I+II>III+IV. The mutual choice quotient (AK): AK=(P1/P)x100% = 
(26/51)x100% ≈ 51,8%. 
 
3.4. Extract from Observation Report at the Final Stage of Research 
  
The children are able to offer the aim of an activity consulting with a teacher. They plan the content of an 
activity with a little assistance on the part of the teacher. They confidently select means for the performance of a 
certain activity. During the activity they may change the previously selected means if necessary. 
They try to evaluate the joint activity results and those of each participant by their abilities. The criteria for such 
an evaluation: the victory is not the main thing; the most important is to do an exercise correctly, to get emotional 
comfort and to have a good time. Most of the learners can connect the result achieved with the result planned. 
They are trying to take into account the classmates’ opinions. Sometimes they submit to the demands. With the 
teacher’s help they can distribute the duties depending on each classmate’s abilities. With a slight help on the part 
of the teacher, children observe safety and order rules. They can often settle disputable questions without the 
teacher’s help. They are learning to evaluate their own and their classmates’ work. They are trying to better control 
their emotions and to express them in a more socially acceptable way. They can give their own interpretation of 
events (they are also capable of self-criticism, mistakes analysis). 
After the lessons with specially designed tasks were held, proceeding from the results of the repeated 
sociometric study the three groups of mutual relations among pupils were singled out: positive, neutral and neutral 
negative. The first graders’ interaction peculiarities at the final stage are given in Table 2. 
 
Table 2. The Peculiarities of the First graders’ Interaction in the Study Play Activity during the Lessons of Sport 
(the second stage data analysis) 
 
Mutual relations 
 
Personal features expression 
 
Work effectiveness 
 
Positive 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Neutral 
 
 
 
 
Neutral negative 
 
The group participants are diligent, 
patient; they help and support one 
another. They intensively 
communicate: give advice, encourage 
and support one another. The duration 
of a certain activity, for example, a 
relay-race is short. No basis for 
conflict situations. 
Little mutual support among group 
mates. In some situations the children 
are indifferent to their group mates’ 
achievements. They are unwilling to 
take initiative. 
Some conflicts are observed; they are 
solved with the teacher’s help. 
Sometimes the children cannot 
comprehend the content of the task. 
High effectiveness of work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Medium effectiveness of work. 
 
 
 
 
Low effectiveness of work. 
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The repeated sociometry results and observations show that, in comparison with the data at the beginning, the 
children’s cooperation level has improved, which favourably influences work effectiveness. The cooperation skills 
are growing into a stable formation. Some skills such as decision-making, problem-solving, emotions control 
should be perfected. 
In Figure 2 Sociogram it may be seen that the number of the ‘not accepted’ children has reduced (only one pupil 
has one choice), and the number of the ‘accepted’ ones has increased. The children have become less tense, braver, 
friendlier, and more supportive; they can get actively involved into the tasks fulfilment at the lesson. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
Sports lessons make not only physical, but also pedagogical and psychological influence on a child. The 
individual approach to a child at sports lessons is not limited to only the acquisition of bio motor skills. 
During the pedagogical process in the first grades of schooling, especially when children do not yet know one 
another well enough, it is important to ensure their cooperation (Baily, 2006). It is not enough for a child just to 
meet with peers and adults; a child should be put into the circumstances that would allow communication and 
cooperation skills acquisition and development (Plaude, 2010). 
The teacher guides the pupil towards observing discipline, and also teaches him/her to be responsible for their 
activity and to respect peers and adults. Children get an idea of their own social importance – self-esteem 
(Lawrence, 2009). It is made up due to self-awareness development and feedback from those of the surrounding 
people whose opinion is valuable for children (Vygotsky, 2005). 
Therefore, the organisation of a sport lesson may be considered a complex activity, the basis of which – the 
educational policy, i.e. a pupil should understand the primary task and secondary ones, control his/her own 
behaviour and discuss group activity results, help his/her classmates and evaluate problem situations, be able to 
organise an activity aimed at a specific goal achievement and solve potentially arising interpersonal conflicts in the 
process of cooperation. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
Participating in various games aimed at cooperation skills development, the children were learning to listen to 
one another, to talk politely, to help one another, as well as to consider success and failure of their activity, to 
correct their own and others’ mistakes, to observe the activity of the other children, to overcome difficulties. The 
activities selected promote the development of skilful cooperation with peers and adults; alongside cooperation 
skills development, first graders’ work effectiveness at sports lessons has also increased. 
Optimally organised sports lessons in the first year help children to develop cooperation, taking initiative, 
solving conflicts, setting the aim of work, mutual assistance and self-criticism. 
Thus, at sports lessons games as well as teamwork and group work are organised, which is one of cooperation 
development and work effectiveness enhancing means. 
 
6. Limitations 
 
As the sampling of children is not big, it is necessary to broaden the study of first graders’ cooperation 
peculiarities by bringing into research not only pupils from rural, but also from urban schools. In the research 
continuation it is also necessary to take gender differences into account and to make a comparative analysis of 
control and experimental group results.  
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